NEW TESTAMENT BACKGROUND

THE TEXT AND TRANSMISSION OF THE NEW TESTAMENT
The collecting of the books of the New Testament was a slow process. The Gospels and Epistles were written at different times and places, and were sent to widely separate destinations. The originals were probably written on papyrus, a thin and fragile kind of paper made from the reeds of the papyrus plant, which grew in the marshes of Egypt and the Middle East. They were inscribed by hand with pen and ink (cf. 3 John 13) and were usually sent by messengers to the persons or churches to whom they were written (Romans 16:1; Ephesians 6:21,22; Colossians 4:7-9,16).

It is impossible to know when the first collections of New Testament writings were created. Copies of the Gospels and Epistles must have been made and circulated at an early date. There are traces of Jesus’ spoken words in Paul’s writings, though they may have been taken from oral tradition rather than written accounts. Peter’s reference to Paul’s letters in 2 Peter 3:15,16 means that by the end of the first century, they were widely known. Because the letters never appear singly in manuscript form, they were more than likely copied as collections of letters rather than individually. By the middle of the second century, the Gospel of Luke had been separated from Acts and had been combined with Matthew, Mark and John to make a four-fold life of Christ. Justin Martyr (c.140AD) alluded to the “memoirs of the apostles” and Irenaeus (c.180) mentioned the four by name. Tatian (c.170AD) combined them into the first harmony, the Diatessaron, which was widely circulated in the Eastern Church and was used quite widely for public reading until the beginning of the fifth century.
The remaining writings of the New Testament, commonly known as the General Epistles and Revelation, did not initially constitute a fixed group and did not appear in any unified form in the works of the earliest Church Fathers. They were gradually drawn into the larger collection with the others, until the New Testament as it now exists, emerged in the early third century.
The Transmission of the Text

The books of the New Testament were first reproduced either by individuals for their own use or by professional scribes for churches and monasteries. Copies were usually made one at a time, but as the demand increased, trained slaves probably were used to transcribe a number of copies simultaneously from dictation. In the process of transcription, errors crept in which were perpetuated by later copyists, so that a large number of variants appeared. As the copies multiplied, the variants tended to increase, but the very multiplicity of the documents increased the probability that the original text would be preserved in at least a few of them.

Through the second and third centuries, the church suffered intermittent persecution from the Roman government. Christians were arrested, tried and condemned to death. Many manuscripts were damaged and others destroyed through this time. The production of manuscripts became more irregular, and the major divergences in the texts copied in this time, suggests many were made by people with less learning or skill in writing. 
With the cessation of persecution after the victory of Constantine and the virtual adoption of Christianity as the state religion in 313AD, believers began to prepare the scriptural text for public use. Constantine himself ordered that fifty copies of the Bible be made and distributed to the larger churches in the cities of the empire. From the fourth to the twelfth century, the New Testament was published either in portions (such as the Gospels or the letters of Paul), or less often in complete volumes called pandects.
New materials for writing were gradually used. Papyrus was too frail for use in public services or in monastery libraries. The scribes generally used vellum, thin sheets of calf skin, or parchment, manufactured from sheepskin. From the time of Constantine, almost to the age of printing, these materials continued to be used. Paper was unknown until a relatively later date.
Despite the limited ability and knowledge of many scribes, the text they produced was quite accurate. As already noted, available manuscripts were often defective. Carelessness or prejudice occasionally affected a scribe’s judgement in altering an ‘original.’ Some of the scribes however, whose names are known from their signatures were extremely accurate, and show by their painstaking exactness that they copied faithfully.
The Sources of the Text

The New Testament is probably the most accurately recorded piece of writing that has survived from antiquity. There are greater resources for reconstructing its text than for any document of the classic age. One small piece of papyrus, the Rylands Fragment of John, appears to have been written within fifty years of John’s death. The Chester Beatty papyri, originally containing a large part of the New Testament, were produced around 250AD. By contrast, the dialogue of Plato, the works of the Greek dramatists, and the poems of Virgil, not only come to us through very few copies, but the oldest were copied 1400 years after the original.
There are five available types of resources to reconstruct the New Testament text. The first are the older Greek texts that have been found. The Ryland Fragment (a single piece of papyrus only 3cms by 3cms), the Chester Beatty papyri, containing portions of the Gospels, Acts, Paul’s epistles and Revelation, and the Bodmer Papyrus of John, date from the third century or earlier. The most ancient extensive manuscripts, housed in the British Museum and the Vatican Library, may have been among the copies ordered by Constantine for the churches. Originally they contained the entire New Testament but have lost pages.

These manuscripts are called ‘uncials’ because they were written in large printed letters about 2cms in height. Evidently they were for public reading and were copied very carefully, making them the most reliable.
A second type of text, called ‘cursive’, was written in a flowing hand. Instead of being printed separately (like uncial manuscripts) they were connected by ligatures. Many of the cursives were used privately; others were made for public reading. Generally they belong to a later date than the uncials, beginning in the tenth century, and disappearing by the fifteenth century (after the introduction of printing). In some cases they preserved a text which parallels uncial manuscripts; the majority represent the popular text of the Byzantine church.

Another source of information is provided by the many ‘versions’ or translations made during the missionary expansion of the church. As the gospel spread westward into the Latin-speaking portion of the Roman Empire, and eastward into the Aramaic settlements of the Middle East, the Scriptures were translated into Latin and Syriac. These two versions may have been produced as early as the second half of the second century, and so were based on Greek manuscripts, older than any that now survive. A translation doesn’t always clarify what the exact word in the original might have been, but it does give an almost exact knowledge of the general order and content of the original.

There are a large number of older Latin manuscripts dating from the fourth to the seventh century, but they tend not to be uniform. They were either produced independently of each other, or the first translation was freely altered and so carelessly copied that the variants multiplied rapidly. Because the leaders of the western church through this time spoke both Latin and Greek, and used the Greek Testament so extensively, the likelihood is the first alternative – that the manuscripts were produced independently. Some of the early manuscripts were bilingual, showing that those who used them were also bilingual
The proliferation of Latin translations led Pope Damasus in 384AD to commission Jerome to produce a new standard Latin version. From the oldest Greek texts he could find Jerome corrected the Latin text and produced the Vulgate (common) version, which has remained the standard version for the Roman Catholic Church.

There are two old Syriac versions; the Curetonian Syriac (in the British Museum and discovered among manuscripts brought from a monastery in the Nitrian desert in Egypt), and the Sinaitic Syriac (found in 1892 in the monastery of St.Catherine on Mt.Sinai). Both date from the fifth century and resemble closely the old Latin.
A recently discovered fragment of Tatian’s harmony of the four gospels, written in Greek with a Syriac translation, has been dated to the late second century. It was the popular version of the Eastern church until the beginning of the fifth century when Rabbula, bishop of Edessa (411AD) decreed that the churches were to use the four gospels independently. He sponsored the Peshitta, the Syriac Vulgate, which remains the official version of the Syrian church. 

A third source of knowledge of the primitive text is the writings of the early Church Fathers, the leaders and teachers of Christianity during the first six centuries, who used the New Testament freely in their messages and writings. Often the references were allusions, a large number were inexact but identifiable, and sometimes enough consecutive verses were quoted to clearly identify the original text. Despite how ‘loose’ many of these quotations seem, so much of the New Testament appears in the Father’s writings, that even without any other text, all but only a few verses could be reconstructed from these works.

The ‘lectionaries’ (collections of readings used in liturgical worship) preserve some passages from the Gospels and epistles, but are of lesser importance because not only are they very incomplete but they date mostly from the ninth century on. Because they were used for public reading of the Scriptures, their uniformity was carefully guarded. They do help determine though the type of text the medieval church sanctioned officially.
A few scattered texts have been found written on ostraca, the broken pieces of pottery that poorer people used as memorandum pads. No extensive amount of writing could be preserved on them but they give some insight into the way popular quotations were made. They are obviously more open to error than carefully prepared manuscripts, but occasionally preserved genuine readings of contemporary texts.

For the first fourteen centuries, the New Testament was kept alive by the manuscript tradition. Most of these documents were in the possession of the great central churches and monasteries or in the libraries of the wealthy. In the fifteenth century, two events occurred to effect the New Testament’s distribution markedly: the invention of the printing press by Gutenberg in 1437, and the capture of Constantinople by the Turks in 1453.
The fall of Constantinople brought to an end the Byzantine Empire which was the last great bastion of Graeco-Roman culture. Its court had been a centre of Greek learning, and its library contained the finest existing collection of classical and biblical manuscripts in the civilized world. While many were lost, a large number were transferred to monasteries scattered throughout Asia Minor. Others were taken by scholars who fled westward into Europe, where they reintroduced Greek learning into the schools of the western church. The resulting revival of interest in classical Greek brought with it a new familiarity with the Greek New Testament which had been almost completely supplanted by the Latin version. Scholars began to collect and study these manuscripts which had been neglected for years.

The first book printed by Gutenberg in Germany was the Mazarin (or Gutenberg) Latin Bible in 1456. The printed text guaranteed uniformity, eliminating errors, and reducing the cost of production so ‘ordinary’ people could at least afford a copy. The new interest in the Bible that followed the wider reach of the printed Bible promoted the Protestant Reformation under Luther, Calvin and their associates in the sixteenth century. 

This study is a summary of New Testament Survey by M.C.Tenney (William Eerdmans Publishing Co.,Grand Rapids Michigan, 1985) pp.413-423
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